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As Laleen Jayamanne notes at various points
throughout the book, the impetus driving the
dynamic—certainly idiosyncratic—conception
of film criticism which emerges from this col-
lection of essays and interviews is a dissatisfac-
tion with what she describes as the split between
‘film criticism’ and ‘film theory’ apparent within
academic film studies. In an interview with
Therese Davis on the occasion of the book’s
release, Jayamanne traces this split to the insti-
tutionalisation of film studies in the 1970s and,
more specifically, to the manner in which aca-
demic film studies sought to legitimise itself
through theory.1 While this ‘strategic move’ was
certainly enabling for the establishment of film
studies as a discipline, Jayamanne argues that
this prioritisation of theory has led to an ‘im-
poverishment of cinema’ within which the filmic
object is called upon only to ‘dutifully … prove
the propositions of theory’. (53)
The example to which she returns through-
out the course of the book is the development,
in the 1970s, of feminist film theory inspired
by psychoanalysis. Citing Laura Mulvey’s in-
fluential article ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema’2 as an example, Jayamanne argues that
although feminist film theory of this period
opened up ways of thinking about film which
were certainly enabling, its ‘colonisation’ of its
object left little, if any, space within which film
could be said to communicate on its own terms,
that is, outside the sometimes rigid parameters
set in place by feminist analysis. At the heart of
her criticism of the latter stands the figure of
the ‘knowing critic’, the traces of whom she also
locates in ‘a certain kind of cultural studies’
within which ‘large claims about general trends
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in culture (to do with “race”, “gender”, “class”,
and “ethnicity”)’ are made at the expense of the
specificity of the filmic object. (206) What is
troubling, for Jayamanne, about the prioritisa-
tion of theory characteristic of each of these
modes of analysis is that little attention is paid
to the filmic object in its own right—to ‘its
capacity to surprise in ways unknown and per-
haps unknowable to theory’. (53)
The articles collected in the book (which were
written over a twenty-year period) are each the
result of Jayamanne’s attempts ‘to discard the
straitjacket of the “knowing critic”’ (207) in
her analysis of cinema. ‘This is a book of film
criticism, nothing but film criticism’, she writes
in her introduction to the collection. As she goes
on to explain, ‘What this means is that the
filmic object under consideration is of primary
value’ (xi):
[A]s a film critic I must confess that I can-
not make a single move without an involve-
ment in an aural or visual image. While this
may well be a personal idiosyncrasy, I would
also like to make one large claim (a truism,
really) for cinema and film studies, ‘my
field.’ Its coherence as a discipline must
depend on, at least, an attentiveness to the
object, film: on, dare I say, the primacy even
of the object. (206)
In her analysis of an eclectic selection of films
(from Australia, Sri Lanka, Italy, France, Belgium
and the USA) Jayamanne’s ‘attentiveness’ to her
object of study is demonstrated through the
importance she places upon ‘description’ as a
tool for both entering and re-presenting the
‘materiality’ of the filmic object. She argues that
rather than taking her cue from theory, it is from
her own detailed descriptions—one might say
translations—of the films themselves (and their
‘materiality of movement, rhythm, color, light,
sound and duration’) that a reading begins to
develop. (206)
It would be wrong, however, to suggest that
the book is devoid of certain guiding theoreti-
cal frameworks. As Jayamanne states from the
outset, Walter Benjamin’s and Theodor Adorno’s
conception of mimesis (as magically revealed
to her by Michael Taussig)3 is ‘an operative con-
cept’ and ‘a guiding star’ of the book. (xii) While
she does (in her analysis of Roberto Rossellini’s
Paisan, Jane Campion’s The Piano, and the films
of Charlie Chaplin) discuss the ways in which
the capacity to both perceive and create simi-
larities operates at the level of character, as stated
in the introduction, her aim is not to discuss
mimesis as ‘a category’, but to ‘try to activate its
bio-anthropological, impulsive, performative
vitalism in the act of criticism itself’. (xii) This
is achieved not only through Jayamanne’s ‘exact’
descriptions of scenes and moments (which she
describes as ‘mimetic double[s]’ of the original
object) but through the opening up of time
enabled by mimetic forms of perception. (xv)
This emphasis on the expansion of one’s ex-
perience of time precipitated by a mimetic mode
of engagement is discussed in detail in Parts Four
and Five of the book, in which Jayamanne draws
on ideas developed in Gilles Deleuze’s writings
on cinema4 to explore ‘the aconceptual yield of
images’ which is revealed when a perception of
time becomes separated from action. (xiv) For
Jayamanne, the chapters included in these sec-
tions (which explore films as diverse as Kathryn
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Bigelow’s Blue Steel, Chantal Akerman’s Jeanne
Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles,
Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing, and Raul Ruiz’s
Three Crowns of a Sailor) ‘mark the move from
thinking of film as a textual system to thinking
of it as an art of movement and of duration’.
(xiv) Following Deleuze, she argues that it is
through a disturbance of narrative time that an
encounter with the image that resists concep-
tualisation is able to occur. ‘If we concede this
experience’, she claims that we must acknowl-
edge that ‘there is a gap between the seeable
and the sayable’, and that ‘[t]o acknowledge this
gap is … a way of conceding the role of mimetic
mentorship to film’. (223)
And yet, if we are to take seriously Jaya-
manne’s claim that Benjamin’s and Adorno’s con-
ception of mimesis is ‘a guiding star’ for the book,
then there are points in this book in which much
more could have been said about the politics of
mimesis and where mimetic forms of perception
might take us. Although Jayamanne discusses
and enacts, in detail, the relationship between
cinema and the mimetic forms of knowledge
which it enables, the ways in which these knowl-
edges could be brought to bear on the exigencies
of the present is often elided or understated. In
the light of Jayamanne’s claim that ‘[t]his is a
book of film criticism, nothing but film criti-
cism’, my concerns in this regard may be ill-
founded. I do think, however, that it would be
a shame for film studies to risk—in the name
of film studies itself—distancing its concerns
from the active politics for which feminist film
theory of the 1970s stood so strongly.
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slowing down perception introduces order. Cin-
ema ‘mobilizes perceptions’ (149) and gives
access to movement that our perception other-
wise immobilises (that is, locates in point of
view). The virtual for Deleuze is an inhuman
power of slowness. (168) The two images of
cinema—movement- and time-image—keep
space open and mobile and reveal the possibility
of experiencing the duration of time, that is, a
virtual, differing time—a time ‘untamed’ by
order, sequence and spatialisation, (159) a time
that is disruptive of actuality.
Cultural studies as it is practiced today has
difficulty confronting immanence; immanence
is the ‘crucial idea’ (57) of Deleuze’s philosophy.
Cultural studies needs, from a Deleuzian per-
spective, to be overcome or at least learn to
modify its reliance on representational thought
and open itself to reinvention, becoming able
to respond to the dynamically open flows and
becomings of life, in all their varying speeds and
durations and potentialities, beyond the human,
which is ‘just one type of imaging or perception
among others’. (69) The positive power of De-
leuzian thought, thinks Colebrook, may help
cultural studies overcome the ‘dogma of repre-
sentation’ by levelling the distinction between
reality and its representation and the actual
and virtual such that they coexist (series over
sequence; simulacra without ground).
Colebrook ends her book with a few filmic
examples of what a Deleuzian alternative to the
interpretive problems of interpretation (the po-
litical meaning of narratives) might entail. This
amounts to a fundamental reorientation towards
how intensities (for example, non-narrative) are
composed and coded and invested in styles.
Prepersonal investments produce politics prior
to meaning. This approach is, as Colebrook
admits, a ‘strict formalism’, (180) but she does
not address formalism as a problem beyond
deflecting the implication that Deleuze’s choice
of high modernist works (and here and there
she boldly dismisses postmodern works), limits
his and our own vision of art’s ability to expand
perception and see differently. Another book
can take up Deleuzian formalism as a problem.
Reading Colebrook prepares us for this task.
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